Caring for Country and People in the Warddeken Indigenous Protected Area by Stevens, Alys & Yibarbuk, Dean
¹Warddeken Land Management Ltd (WLML), PO Box 785 Nightcliff, 0814, Northern Territory, Australia 
*Corresponding Author: ecology@warddeken.org.au 
 
 Número Especial: 7a Conferência Internacional sobre Incêndios Florestais - Resumos 
 
 
Caring for Country and People in the Warddeken 
Indigenous Protected Area 
 
Dean Yibarbuk1 and Alys Stevens1* 
 
 
ABSTRACT – Settler colonial policy in the remote West Arnhem Land Plateau of northern 
Australia saw Indigenous people centralised initially for their protection and then assimilation. This 
led to the depopulation of vast areas and the interruption of customary fire management of 
Australian savannas by Indigenous people. Within the remote and highly inaccessible West 
Arnhem Land Plateau this resulted in a colonial fire regime dominated by frequent, large and 
intense wildfire events. This fire regime has been a key driver of species loss, habitat degradation 
and has impacted the cultural and customary economic values of the region. The advent of both 
the Indigenous Ranger movement during the 1990’s and the ongoing return to depopulated 
regions by Indigenous peoples through the outstation movement provided an opportunity for the 
Nawarddeken people of the West Arnhem Land Plateau to initiate innovative programs to care 
for and manage their ancestral estates whilst supporting livelihoods in the absence of 
contemporary economic opportunities. At the heart of this has been the establishment of a new 
industry that mobilises customary fire management alongside western science and technology in 
such a manner that a tradable carbon commodity is produced. Whilst economics remain a key 
driver for success, the delivery of this new postcolonial industry must also take into account the 
cultural, social and environmental drivers and impacts of this activity. This presentation will 
describe in detail how the Nawarddeken people have utilised best practice contemporary 
governance and conservation planning techniques to capture and express their vision for their 
estates. In particular we will focus on how this management approach incorporates and value 
adds to their deliberate use and management of fire as a primary management tool. Furthermore, 
we will discuss the challenges and successes of establishing a robust monitoring regime that 
effectively captures a range of environmental, social and cultural indicators to report upon and 
guide the evolving management of the West Arnhem Land Plateau. 
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